Global Perspective: Eco-Terrorism

The effects of war on the natural environment are frequently catastrophic.  By its nature, war is destructive, and the environment is an innocent victim.  The 1990-91 war in the Persian Gulf, however, witnessed a new role for the environment in war: its degradation was used as a weapon.

The phrase “eco-terrorism” was applied to Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein’s use of oil as a weapon in the war.  Iraq dumped an estimated 1.1 billion liters of crude oil into the Persian Gulf from Kuwait’s Sea Island terminal before the United States made bombing raids on the pumps feeding the facility.  The oil spill that resulted from the dumping was the world’s largest—over 30 times the size of the 1989 Exxon Valdez disaster in Alaska.


Saddam Hussein may have engineered the spill to block allied plans for an amphibious invasion of Kuwait, but he was also probably trying to shut down seaside desalination plants that provide much of the freshwater for Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province.  Whatever the military or political effect, the environmental effect was much greater.


The Persian Gulf is a sensitive ecosystem.  The water is very salty, and temperatures vary widely from one season to another.  As a result, indigenous animals and plants are finely attuned to specialized conditions.  The gulf is also rather isolated, with only one narrow outlet—the Strait of Hormuz, just 55 kilometers across.  The Gulf takes up to five years to flush out.


The Persian Gulf waters, shores, and islands are dotted with coral reefs, mangrove swamps, and beds of sea grass, alive with many unique species of birds, fish, and marine mammals.  Many of the region’s species, such as the bottlenose dolphin, dugong, green turtle, and caspian tern were already classified as threatened.


Another act of eco-terrorism that took place during the Iraq-Kuwait war was the intentional burning of hundreds of oil wells in Kuwait.  The air pollution resulting from the burning oil covered a large area.  It took several months to extinguish the fires following the war.  Using environmental damage as a weapon of war is a frightening concept.  The environmental consequences of such acts of eco-terrorism will not be fully understood for years.  Though war in the Persian Gulf lasted less than one year, the environmental effects on some species could be irreversible.
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